For more than twenty-five years Al Figone has been intrigued and disheartened by the ubiquitous presence of gambling in college sports and, in this volume, he combines the limited research on that topic with his own extensive efforts in order to produce a wellpresented and sad study of sports in college basketball and football over the past seventyfive years. Starting with early instances of gambling on college basketball in the late 1920s and 1930s, the book swiftly jumps to the1940s, which led to what he terms "the Golden Age of Gambling" in the immediate post-World War II era.
Most of the text addresses college basketball, with the two largely football chapters stretching from the 1890s to the early 1960s and then in the period from 1990 to 2010. The former chapter devotes much of its attention to the Bear Bryant-Wally Butts case of 1962 that resulted in a large payout by the Saturday Evening Post, after being sued by Butts for libel. The latter chapter focuses on a few scandals of that more recent twenty-year period, most prominently at Northwestern and Boston College.
Figone has drawn largely from archives, newspaper, and popular magazine sources because the research on this topic of gambling in college sports is thin; he uses the acknowledged best of those research sources such as Stanley Cohen's The Game They Played (1977 ), David Porter's Fixed: How Goodfellas Bought Boston College Basketball (2000 , and Charley Rosen's Scandals of '51; How the Gamblers Almost Killed College Basketball (1999), although the latter work often conflates fact and fiction, at times. Figone also examines the history of gambling in the U.S., generally, and most histories of collegiate sports that are relevant to the topic.
Chapters trace various periods with focused case studies of the most egregious examples of gambling incidents in college sports. The 1951 basketball scandals are retold well, as are the 1961 incidents with Jack Molinas as a central character. Through all of this, Figone interjects his views of how so much could have been ameliorated or prevented if officials had made even the least effort to pursue clear signs of gambling and gamblers. These signs were more than just quaint allusions but explicit claims of dumping or point shaving, given both orally and in writing by team members, trainers, or assistant coaches. The players who participated in these gambling enterprises are never seen as less than guilty, but the greater shame is heaped on those officials who looked the other way. Coaches, athletic directors, college presidents all sought to ignore or cover up what they saw as minor transgressions, either because they wished to keep the revenue from big-time sports continuing unabated or they did not wish to taint the reputation of their institutions, or both.
One major change that Figone sees that bodes ill for this topic is that in earlier years, gambling on campuses was not nearly as ubiquitous as today and the acceptance of gambling as recreational enterprise, nationally, makes this even more threatening. No longer is Volume 40, Number 3 gambling just a Las Vegas phenomenon; in 2012 Pennsylvania was the second largest state revenue producers from gambling, and many states have found ways to justify state-sponsored gambling. The message is clear to students and student athletes: gambling is just part of the culture and why shouldn't everyone get a piece of the action? After all, student athletes see recruitment violations used to get them into some colleges and see little difference between some of those violations and the opportunities to get a few extra dollars on their talents while in college. Figone ends the book on a pessimistic note, "In presenting lucrative, professional entertainment to an insatiable public, college athletic programs have created a mandate to win at all costs. The highest cost is that game fixing scandals will continue to occur." (p. 154). It's a discouraging, but realistic, summation.
- This book tells the stories of seven different sports: folk or mob football, court or real tennis, ulama, lacrosse, baseball, American football, and basketball. It is a successful hybrid of sports history, ethnoarchaeology and travelogue as the author blends historical details with first-hand descriptions of sports in five different countries. It was not surprising to learn that a documentary based on this book is due out in 2013: it reads like a documentary.
My favorite chapters were the ones about non-American sports. Fox visited the Scottish island of Orkney to witness a vestige of European mob football: the twice-a-year tradition of Kirkwall Ba' where hundreds of men (and a few women) from each half of the island (the Uppies versus the Doonies) push and shove and scrum and kick with the goal of bringing the ball back into their own territory. The game can take hours and takes place in the town itself: store windows get broken; cars get trampled. An hour-long debate afterwards determines which man on the winning team will take home the handmade ball as a trophy.
To learn about court tennis (aka real tennis or royal tennis), Fox traveled to Fontainebleau, a town outside of Paris that is home to France's oldest remaining jeu de paume court. The game is played indoors with wooden rackets and handmade balls (crushed wine corks covered with white fabric tape and then criss-crossed with black thread) and the same point system as modern tennis. In western Mexico, Fox watched town folk play ulama, a sport tracing back 3,500 years to the Olmecs. Bare-chested players hit a ninepound ball with their hips, which are protected by padding, a silhouette that was drawn onto Mesoamerican pottery and shaped into ancient figurines. This section also discusses the New World's contribution of rubber to the history of sports.
Starting with chapter five, the book traces the roots and development of four North American team sports: lacrosse, baseball, football, and basketball. Fox continues the travelogue with visits to places associated with each sport: the Onondaga Nation in Canada
